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The role of rail transport in EU-China trade relations


























goods	 from	one	 terminal	 to	another	by	air	 is	5-9	days,	by	rail	 15-19	days	
and	by	sea	37-50	days.	Compared	with	maritime	transport,	rail	transport	





























China’s role and motivation in developing the rail connections









rail	routes	to	attract	Chinese	 investors.	This	 is	expected	to	translate	 into	
increased	 trade,	more	 frequent	 interpersonal	contacts	and	boosted	 tour-
ism.	Moreover,	Beijing	began	to	use	rail	connections	with	Europe	as	a	dip-
lomatic	tool.
•	 The	 local	 governments	 of	 Chinese	 provinces	 and	 cities	 have	 become	key	
actors	in	the	development	of	rail	connections	between	China	and	the	EU.	




port	 from	 the	 central	 authorities.	Rail	 connections	with	Europe	are	also	




















ment	 of	 the	 transport	market.	The	 strategy	 for	 the	development	 of	 rail	
connections	with	Europe	in	2016-2020	assumes,	for	example,	greater	co-
ordination	in	the	process	of	organising	transport,	facilitation	of	the	pro-
cess	 of	 expanding	 China’s	 logistical	 infrastructure,	 as	well	 as	 Beijing’s	







mentation	of	 the	strategy	adopted	by	Beijing	 is	 the	Chinese	national	 rail	
carrier	 China	 Railway.	 In	 its	 form,	 the	 Organisation	 Committee	 for	 CR	







































transport.	These	 include	 proper	 business	 standards,	 simplified	 customs	




•	 China	 is	 striving	 to	 assume	 the	 role	of	 coordinator	 in	 the	expansion	of	
the	 Eurasian	 transport	 corridors,	 including	 by	 devising	 technical	 im-










worked	out	under	 regional	 agreements	made	by	 the	 states	 involved,	 as	
well	 as	 agreements	 by	multilateral	 international	 organisations	 dealing	
with	transport	issues	(OSJD).	





































industries,	while	an	 increase	 in	 the	value	of	goods	will	mainly	 translate	
into	higher	revenue	from	collected	import	tariffs.	
•	 Fears	that	the	rail	connection	may	contribute	to	an	increase	in	the	trade	
deficit	 between	 Central	 European	 countries	 and	 China	 seem	 unfounded	
because	from	this	region’s	point	of	view	one-sided	trade	balance	analyses	
may	be	confusing.	A	large	portion	of	foreign	trade	flows	between	China	and	



























ing	to	gain	control	 (at	 least	partly)	of	 the	 infrastructure	available	at	 ter-
minals.	The	connections	will	be	concentrated	in	several	European	logistics	
‘hubs’.	This	will	 concern	 industrial	 areas	 that	have	a	major	potential	 for	







•	 From	 China’s	 perspective,	 Poland	 is	 an	 attractive	 location	 for	 providing	
logistical	services	to	rail	cargo	traffic	with	Central	Europe	and	to	certain	
degree	also	with	Scandinavia	and	the	southern	and	eastern	regions	of	Ger-
many.	 It	 offers	 a	 favourable	 geographical	 location,	 low	 labour	 costs,	 and	

































this	 transport	may	trigger	 the	need	to	build	new	terminals	and	 logistics	
centres.	China	will	most	likely	wish	to	participate	in	the	terminal	build-
ing	projects	as	a	majority	stakeholder.	From	the	point	of	view	of	European	




out	modernisation	 strategy),	 favourable	 regulatory	 framework	and	price	
regime	adjusted	to	the	needs	of	intermodal	transport,	preferential	customs	
clearance	 procedures	 (for	 example	 delayed	 import	 VAT	 payments),	 the	
adoption	of	 suitable	 regulations	 for	 e-commerce,	 and	 improved	 coopera-
tion	between	various	rail	carrier	companies.









able	due	to	 the	relatively	small	share	of	 the	cost	of	 transportation	 in	the	
price	of	these	goods.	At	present,	it	is	mainly	electronic	devices,	electrical	




















methods	 for	 transporting	 goods.	 Differences	 in	 development	 standards	
between	 specific	 provinces	 convinced	Western	 companies	 to	move	 their	

























considerably	 increase	 the	competitiveness	of	European	producers	on	 the	
Chinese	e-commerce	market.	







































makes	European	actors	 involved	 in	transportation	reluctant	 for	example	
regarding	their	investments	to	expand	infrastructure.
•	 One	 important	business	activity	 that	could	help	balance	the	profitability	
of	 the	 connection	 is	 the	 export	 of	 foodstuffs	 from	Europe	 to	China.	This	
mainly	concerns	the	premium	food	segment	in	which	high	profit	margins	
could	 cover	 the	 relatively	 high	 transportation	 cost.	However,	 at	 present	
this	method	of	exporting	food	from	Europe	is	suspended	due	to	a	Russian	
embargo	which	bans	transit	from	the	EU	to	China.	Transporting	foodstuffs	




The potential of specific EU-China rail routes 
•	 On	 the	newly	 opened	 connections	 between	China	 and	 the	 EU,	 the	 trade	













corridors	 that	 already	 have	 the	 biggest	 capacity,	 the	 best	 infrastructure	




















































plicated	and	requires	complex	 intermodal	solutions	 (such	as	 ferry	cross-







development	 of	 the	 trans-Caspian	 corridors	 because	 they	 see	 economic	
benefits	 in	 developing	 the	 logistics	 sector	 and	 the	 transit	 of	 containers	







































































I. ChIna’s goals In developIng raIl transport 













of	Chinese	provinces.	As a consequence, the 2013 announcement of the Belt 
and Road Initiative has become a turning point for the development of the 
China-EU rail transport market. It provided it with a new dynamic that 
mainly depends on the goals and actions of the Chinese side.	





































































































ments have become the main actors in the development of rail connections 
between China and the EU.
the first eU-China connections
In their present shape, rail connections between China and Europe are 
mainly based on the model worked out in 2008-2014 in China’s two south-
western provinces: Sichuan and Chongqing. This model was based on lo-
gistical solutions developed by the private sector, mainly by multinational 
corporations, in cooperation with the governments of the two provinces. 
Due to an increase in labour costs in China’s coastal provinces, in the first 
decade of the 21st century a portion of foreign investors from the electronic 
and automotive sectors launched a process of relocating their manufactur-
ing plants to the inner parts of China, including to Sichuan and Chongqing 
provinces. The unique nature of the products, the distance from Chinese 
ports and the relatively high level of utilisation of the Chinese railway 













direct to Europe a favourable solution. Starting in 2008, Trans Eurasia Lo-
gistics, a joint venture created by German railways (DB) and Russian rail-
ways (RZD), in cooperation with Chinese rail carriers, began to develop 
rail connections with Europe, with the chief intention of servicing global 
producers of electronic devices and machines (Siemens, Hewlett Packard). 
Simultaneously, a Polish company Hatrans, in cooperation with Chengdu 
International Railways, started to develop a similar model of transport to 
connect the Dell manufacturing plants in Łódź and Chengdu. After sev-
eral years of tests and attempts to select the most suitable routes, in 2011-
2013 the first regular connections from China to Europe were opened on 
the routes Chengdu-Łódź, Chongqing-Duisburg and Zhengzhou-Hamburg, 
mainly to service global producers from the electronic and automotive sec-
tors. The first connections demonstrated the large potential of this mode of 
transport and helped to develop certain logistical solutions necessary for 
the transportation of goods and to devise the formal procedures and prin-
ciples of cooperation between railway carriers.
The political logic. The	political	goals	of	Chinese	local	governments	involved	
in	building	new	rail	connections	with	Europe	are	related	to	the	internal	politi-
cal	aspect	of	the	Belt	and	Road	Initiative.	By	fleshing	out	the	vision	presented	
































The economic logic. The	Belt	and	Road	Initiative,	as	well	as	the	rail	connec-
tions	with	Europe	built	as	part	of	it,	are	viewed	as	an	important	element	of	local	























The role of subsidies. The	logic	of	developing	rail	connections	with	Europe	
applied	by	Chinese	local	governments	to	date	has	largely	been	based	on	the	
assumption	that	an	intervention	on	the	part	of	the	state,	both	as	regards	infra-








other	things.	Subsidies are the basic instrument for supporting rail connec-
tions. Although the exact amount of these subsidies has not been officially 























































































cities	open,	frequently	disregarding	their	economic	aspect.	In the upcoming 
years, there are plans to consolidate the connections, and to reduce their 


































































































































































































































































































One	of	 the	key	points	 in	 this	strategy	 is	 to	 introduce	a	unified	price	policy	
in	 order	 to	 eliminate	 the	 ‘disorderly’	 competition	 among	 the	 provinces.	 It	


































tors8.	In its form, the newly created tool for coordinating rail connections 
with Europe resembles a cartel in that it aims to limit the competition 
between transport companies controlled by local governments. In Beijing’s 
view, this competition is harmful. 
Representatives of Chinese government circles are becoming increas-
ingly aware that in the long term the development of the connections 
with Europe needs to be based on market mechanisms and the subsidies 
need to be progressively abandoned. According to insider information, 
this is expected to happen around 2020-2022. However, the	implementation 
of	Beijing’s	plans	to	curb	the	harmful	price	competition	and	to	adjust	the	struc-
ture	of	rail	connections	to	actual	trade	flows	is	still	uncertain. The resolution 
of these key issues depends on the actual impact of the newly created coor-






















tions	(at	least	in	the	transition	period).	The uncertain future of the subsidies, 
which depend on political factors, makes European actors involved in the 
carriages cautious, for example when making decisions regarding infra-

























II. raIl ConneCtIons between ChIna and the eU: 
the present shape and the prospeCts
The	annual	number	of	trains	that	have	travelled	on	the	routes	covered	by	the	
China	Railway	Express	project	constitute	the	main	statistics	which	the	Chi-
nese	 side	 is	using	 to	promote	 rail	 connections10.	According	 to	CR	Express	
data,	 the	dynamic	of	rail	carriages	between	China	and	Europe	 is	growing	
–	 in	 2011-2016	 the	 annual	 number	 of	 carriages	 rose	 a	 hundred-fold,	 from	












of	 goods	 transported	using	EU-China	 rail	 connections.	According	 to	 press	


























































Container rail carriages 
The dynamic development of the China-EU rail carriage market is based on 
the model of a so-called ‘block-train’, which considerably reduces the dura-
tion of carriage. Containers are collected in the entry terminal (in Europe 
or in China) and then they are collectively transported to their destination. 
This grouping considerably accelerates the carriage (compared with the 
shipment of single containers) because it enables operators to arrange the 
dispatch of goods on an ongoing basis and also because it simplifies customs 
clearance procedures. It also contributes to increased predictability and the 
promptness of carriages. One train can transport around 40 forty-foot con-
tainers (on the most popular route via Kazakhstan). Due to the differences 
in gauge in the countries of the former USSR (1,520 mm) and in Europe and 
China (1,435 mm), at border points the containers are moved onto suitable 
flatcars (wagons). End customers are usually offered intermodal solutions 
















end terminal the goods are sent to other rail terminals or directly ‘door-to-
door’ by road transport. 
At present, two types of carriages are offered on the market: the so-called 
private train and public train. Private train is launched on the date that 
suits one specific client, frequently in the form of a regular train service. 
Due to the minimum cargo size of 40 containers, this type of carriage is 
mainly used by big multinational companies. Public trains, where single 
containers can be shipped, travel on regular pre-arranged dates. The use 
of this type of train is connected with a higher risk that the train’s capacity 
will not be used in full.
1. Main challenges to China-eU rail transport 
The key challenge to the development of the Eurasian transport corridors 
is how to balance the number of carriages from China to Europe and those 



















































Attempts to find clients who would use the rail connections regularly and 
would help meet the trains’ capacity and guarantee the long-term profit-
ability of a specific train service, are among the priorities of the Chinese 
provinces. This mainly concerns goods exported from Europe to China, 
because paradoxically the cost borne by specific provinces may motivate 


































that	are	involved	in	this	process.	The	cooperation-based nature of carriages 
generates far-reaching consequences for the shape of the market currently 
being formed, the stability of the train service and the geographical struc-
ture of the routes. 
the process of organising a train 
Regardless of the status and the country of origin of the operator that organ-
ises the carriages, the present model of carriage organisation requires the 
multi-level cooperation of all the states situated along a specific transport 
corridor, as well as the involvement of a large number of market players. 
One reason for this are the differences in technical standards applicable in 
specific states (the track gauge, traction technical parameters, voltage), as 
well as legal regulations and experience on local markets that promote lo-
cal carriers. As a consequence, the trains travelling from China to Europe 
require multiple swaps of flatcars (a switch to wider tracks when leaving 
China and back to narrower tracks when entering the EU) and locomotives. 
For example, for a train travelling from China to the EU via the central 
Asian corridor, the cooperation of rail carriers from China, Kazakhstan, 
Russia, Belarus and Poland is necessary. These carriers each dispose of roll-
ing stock that is suited to local technical and legal standards. The coopera-
tion process also requires the involvement of the owners of flatcars (which 
are frequently affiliated to national carriers) and national rail agencies that 
book specific train services. In addition, depending on the local situation, 
the organisation of carriages sometimes requires the involvement of con-

















Due to the complexity of the process, the successful organisation of car-

















tiation	partners	for	the	Chinese	side.	The market in this shape has political 
implications – it is impossible to point to a single actor, even the Chinese 
government, that would be able to handle China-EU transportation on its 
own21. The governments of the states located along a specific route are then 
capable of shaping the form and the dynamic of China-EU transportation 
to the degree to which they control the local rail carriers.


























depend	on	 this	 cooperation.	 For	 example,	 the	 creation	 of	 a	 customs	union	
in	2012	that	introduced	a	unified	tariff	in	Russia,	Belarus	and	Kazakhstan	was	
one	of	the	processes	that	laid	the	foundations	for	the	present	dynamic	of	rail	
transport.	 For	 example,	 it	 reduced	 the	number	of	 customs	 clearance	 stops	
needed	at	the	border	from	four	to	two	(when	the	train	travels	through	all	three	










mented.	Therefore, the geographical structure of the China-EU rail transit 
routes and the utilisation of specific transport corridors depend on the 
advancement of political cooperation and consensus among all the parties 
involved in managing a specific route, as well as on the active involvement 








































































from a small number or test trains, all regular rail connections between 
China and the European Union have so far been carried out via the trans-




Table 1. A comparison of transport corridors connecting the European Union 





























































































distance (km) 11,430 9,910 12,120 12,430 20,810
no of border clearances 2 2 5 6 1
no of trans-shipment operations 2 2 6 2 2
Table 2. A comparison of competing transport corridors connecting 





























































































distance (km) 12,350 8,870 11,070 11,390 22,770
no of border clearances 2 2 5 6 1































































































































1. the trans-siberian corridors (via russia)


















































































































































































1.2. Hard infrastructure 
The trans-Siberian corridors are characterised by the best infrastructure 
































the bottleneck. the Małaszewicze trans-shipment terminal 
The complete domination of the trans-Siberian corridors, combined with 
the elimination of transit via Ukraine, make the border crossings between 
Poland and Belarus points of key importance for EU-China rail connec-
tions. At present, nearly all of the trade flows are serviced on the Terespol-
Brest border crossing that offers the most comprehensive trans-shipment 
facilities of all the border crossings on the EU border, enabling a shift from 
broad to standard track width. With current traffic intensity the border 
crossing’s capacity (which is 14 pairs of trains per day on the Polish side) is 
already strained. This is causing numerous examples of congestion – fre-
quently the trains incoming from China have to wait for up to several days 
for their cargo to be transloaded. The Belarusian side could help improve 
the situation, however its potential for action is limited due to insufficient 
infrastructure and the SMGS international agreement it is party to (it de-
termines the exact location of cargo trans-shipment operations). Therefore, 
the modernisation of a portion of the railway and of the Małaszewicze ter-
minal, planned in the upcoming years, is of key importance not only from 
the point of view of Poland and Belarus but also for the development of the 
system of EU-China rail connections as a whole. The excessively long dura-
tion of infrastructure modernisation and the absence of a correct sequence 
of works may lead to a temporary drop in China-EU rail traffic, and in the 
long-term perspective – to trade flows being redirected to other corridors 
and border crossings. 
1.3. Soft infrastructure 
The use of trans-Siberian corridors is facilitated by the thriving coop-



































to assume the role of coordinator in the expansion of the trans-Siberian 
corridors.	It	is	facilitated	by	the	leading	role	Chinese	companies	have	in	the	
organisation	of	carriages.	Other	important	stakeholders	in	the	development	
of	 the	 trans-Siberian	corridors	 include	Russian Railways (RZD),	 and	also	










In the European section of the corridor, several EU states located in Cen-
tral Europe, including Poland, Slovakia and Hungary, may benefit from 
offering transit and logistics services.	The	key	role	in	shaping	the	system	
of	carriages	is	played	by	local national rail carriers	which	most	frequently	act	
as	parties	in	negotiations	with	foreign	partners	operating	along	the	corridors.	

























The governments of Lithuania and Latvia are trying to attract a portion 













As far as the development of the trans-Siberian corridors is concerned, 
Beijing’s strategies are convergent with the interests of Russia and other 
states located along the route. From	the	point	of	view	of	the	Chinese	provinces	
that	are	currently	subsidising	the	rail	connections	with	the	EU,	currently	the	
cheapest,	fastest	and	safest	trans-Siberian	corridors	also	offer	the	best	relation	
of	costs	to	desired	effects.	As a consequence, the trans-Siberian corridors 
have received the biggest support from the Chinese central government 






mented,	 Austria	 could	 join	 the	 group	 of	 stakeholders	 interested	 in	 providing	 logistics	
services	for	the	carriages.	However,	at	present	the	future	of	this	project	is	uncertain	due	

















1.5. The political context
























the blockade of transit via Ukraine 
The ongoing Russian-Ukrainian conflict is one of the factors shaping the de-
velopment of the European section of EU-China rail connections. Starting 
29	 In	Chinese	documents	this	corridor	is	referred	to	as	Eurasian	Landbridge. See Building	the	














from January 2016, a blockade of rail transit from Ukraine to Central Asia 
was introduced, following a decision by the Russian government. This 
move was mainly intended to disrupt Ukraine’s exports. The tightening of 
the blockade by Russia and the retaliatory measures taken by Ukraine have 
brought a halt to rail transit from China to the EU via Ukraine. The reasons 
behind this were both practical (blockade) and business-related (increased 
risk and instability of supplies).
Starting from June 2017, test transit trains to the EU heading for Slovakia 
(Bratislava) and Hungary (Budapest) began to pass through Ukraine again. 
The governments of these states hope to benefit from the development of the 
connections via Ukraine. Slovakia intends to build a new logistics centre in 
Košice that would use the existing ŠRT broad-gauge railway from Užhorod 
to the US Steel steelworks. However, the potential for the development of 
transit via Ukraine is limited due to the country’s domestic instability and 
political risks, including the conflict with Russia, as well as the low level 
of bilateral relations with China. Fears regarding the security of supplies 
may discourage the main clients, i.e. global companies, from opting for the 
transit of high value goods via Ukraine. As a consequence, the potential for 
the development of the trans-Siberian corridors is still largely dependent 
on the traffic capacity of the Małaszewicze trans-shipment terminal. 
The blockade of transit via Ukraine has significant consequences for Cen-
tral Europe. Most cargo flows are concentrated on the route that runs 
through Belarus and Poland. So far, the connections with the Czech Re-
public and Hungary (Yiwu-Budapest) have been carried out via the Polish 
border crossing in Terespol-Brest, instead of via Ukrainian-Slovak and 
Ukrainian-Hungarian rail border crossings (or the Polish border crossing 
in Medyka or the LHS broad-gauge railway). The exclusion of Ukraine from 
the development of overland rail connections between the EU and China is 
weakening the position of some Central European states including in their 














2. the trans-Caspian corridors 



















































































































2.1. Utilisation to date
The trans-Caspian corridors	form	a	potential	alternative	to	the	currently	used	
rail	transit	routes	from	China	to	the	EU. However, the transport of goods 







So far, the use of the trans-Caspian corridors in rail container trade with 
China has been insignificant and has been limited to the non-EU states 





































The main problems affecting transit in the trans-Caspian corridor involve 
formalities including: border clearances, the absence of unified regula-



















So far, the corridors running through the Caspian Sea, the Caucasus and 
the Black Sea to the EU have not received any substantial support from the 



































The future use of the trans-Caspian corridors for China-EU trade is uncer-










































The present calculations regarding increased use of the trans-Caspian 
corridors for China-EU transit are based on the assumption that there 
could be disruptions to the smooth flow of transit via Russia, including 
the potential destabilisation of states that are of key importance for the 



























3. the southern corridors via turkey















































































































































































From China’s perspective, the present work on the development of the 
southern corridor has mainly been focused on establishing a permanent 


































the routes via Iran 
In the CR Express strategic document published in 2015, the route that runs 
from China via Central Asia, Iran and Turkey was mentioned as another 
corridor that could potentially connect China with Europe. Only a few test 
trains connecting China and Iran have been launched in this corridor (for 
example on the Yiwu-Tehran and Chengdu-Tehran routes). So far, China 
has been interested in servicing trade with Iran and not in performing 
transit operations to the EU. So far, Turkey has not shown a major interest 
in developing this type of connections either43, although this may form a po-
tential field for a pragmatic cooperation with Iran. Tehran’s transport poli-
cy includes plans to develop alternative transport corridors to Europe that 
would run through the Black Sea, which is partially convergent with the 
plans adopted by China. Although unlike the trans-Caspian corridors, this 
route does not require the use of ferries, it has several drawbacks including 
poor infrastructure and the political instability of the areas through which 
the trains would be passing. If it is to be used more extensively, the insuf-
















4. a separate sea-land route – the balkan corridors 



















































































































4.1. Utilisation to date 
The	role	of	Central	and	Eastern	Europe	in	the	development	of	the	Belt	and	Road	
Initiative	is	not	limited	to	rail-only	corridors.	China is also interested in the 
development of the so-called Land-Sea Express Route (zhongou luhai 
kuaixian) which is a maritime route from Chinese ports to the Greek 
port of Piraeus, from which the goods are then transported to Central 





















































Due to the present infrastructure limitations, rail transport via the cor-

















































The poor quality of ‘soft’ infrastructure is the basic limitation prevent-
ing the use of the corridors that run through the Balkans, in particular 











The emergence of China as a new actor in the development of rail trans-
port corridors that run through the Balkans has significantly increased 




































The development of the land-sea route via the Balkans should be viewed 
as a method China applies to increase its share in maritime container 










4.5. The political context
China’s involvement in the expansion of transport corridors that run via 








































































































1. trade exchange – the strengths and weaknesses of rail transport
Rail connections between China and Europe are a niche solution suited 
to selected categories of goods and business models. They are in the middle 
of the scale between inexpensive and slow maritime transport and costly 








freight.	When deciding on goods logistics, companies do not merely take 
into account the price and duration of transport. Every time rail trans-
port is chosen, a number of business factors are taken into account: the 
geographical location of the goods, their value, their vulnerability to dam-
age, their size. Other important issues include the safety and promptness 






















Table 3. A comparison of the shipping cost and time for goods transported 
between China and Europe
shanghai-gdynia plane* train ship
price (Us$/container) 37,000 4,500 2,600
duration (days) 5-9 19 37-42
Chengdu-warsaw plane train ship
price (Us$/container) 37,000 5,000 4,500
duration (days) 5-9 15 43-50
shanghai-rotterdam plane train ship
price (Us$/container) 37,000 5,000 2,200




Rail transport is more attractive than maritime transport for places 

































In many industries the pace of market changes is so fast that companies 
may be ready to pay more for transporting their products than what they 
pay for maritime transport, just to win some time.	Rail can also be an 
attractive solution for transporting products that have so far been trans-
















According to analyses prepared by DHL, at present rail freight is the most 
popular with manufacturers of automotive products and capital-intensive 
goods such as machines. Rail transport is slightly less frequently chosen 
by companies from the high-tech, electronics, computer and FMCG (fast-
moving consumer goods) sectors. Manufacturers of chemical products, 
spare parts, household items and medicines are less inclined to opt for rail 
transport and companies from the fashion and food processing industries 
are only occasionally interested in this mode of transportation. 




















Table 4. A comparison of the cost of transporting one container of goods worth 
US$ 1 million by rail and by sea, taking into account the costs of capital freezing
the value of goods in the container Us$ 1,000,000
Mode of transportation from China to europe by rail by sea
Loan interest rate 6% 6%
Duration of transportation (days) 20 50
Carriage price (US$) 5,000 2,000
Cost of capital use 6% (US$) 3,288 8,219
price of carriage and capital use (Us$) 6% 8,288 10,219
Cost of capital use 8% (US$) 4,384 10,591

























































transport is potentially favourable for large-sized products and goods 

































from	28	days	to	35	days67.	Recently, the viability of maritime freight has been 













However, there are several structural factors that, at least in the 




































It is not known for how long cargo rail transport will continue to be subsi-
dised by the Chinese government. This generates a certain level of political 
risk and may discourage some potential investors from investing major 









Rail has not yet reached its optimum potential as regards the duration 

































The advantage of air and sea transport over rail transport is that, in the 
case of the former two options, the goods do not need to undergo customs 
checks other than at their entry and exit points. This means that the deliv-








operations.	This is why the problem involving the predictability of delivery 












































2. transport of goods by rail – an added value for eU member states
Most experts assume that rail transport can only cover several per cent 
of the volume of goods transported from China and the EU and vice versa. 
However, the share of rail transport in the value of EU-China trade 














































Table 5. The value chain related to the performance of a rail carriage
organisation 












 Organisation of 


























Repacking of goods for 
retail customers
Connecting 




















•	 Stage one focuses on the organisation of the rail connection. It	involves	





















hired	by	big	 clients,	 intermodal	 operators	 try	 to	work	directly	with	 end	
customers	(bypassing	the	forwarding	company).
•	 Another stage involves logistics and transportation activities car-



























•	 ·The final stage involves unloading the cargo, customs clearance and 
transport on from the terminal.	Numerous	 terminals	 also	 offer	 cargo	
warehousing	services	and	the	further	intermodal	transport	of	the	goods.	





terminal	which	 the	 train	 from	China	 arrives	 at,	 or	during	 a	 subsequent	





















Table 6. A division of revenues from transporting a container from one termi-
nal to another 
forwarding 
company Intermodal operator Carrier
Infrastructure 
provider
Around 5% of the 
price of transport-
ing a container 
(terminal–to-terminal)
Around 5% of the price of 
transporting a container 
(terminal–to-terminal)*
Jointly around 90% of the price 
of transporting a container 
(terminal–to-terminal
Contacts the client
Acts as intermediary in 
selling train capacity
In addition:
Offers services to the 
client before the goods 
are loaded onto a train
May offer cargo 
monitoring services 
during the train’s travel
Provides services after 
the goods reach the 
terminal






Usually, contracts are 
signed for a term of at 
least several months, 
so the operator takes 
the risk that specific 
connections will not 
be realised regardless 
of the agreements 





on the route 
section that 
runs through 
a specific state 
and performs 

















































Forwarding companies will generate the biggest revenues on services 
connected with cargo pre-carriage and post-carriage.	Therefore,	the	US$	
17	million	mentioned	needs	to	be	increased	by	the	cost	of	additional	services	
that	the	forwarding	company	may	provide	before	the	train	departs	from	the	
terminal	or	after	it	arrives	in	its	destination	terminal.	Provision of these ser-
vices considerably increases the added value that specific EU economies 
receive in relation with the rail connection.
81	 Chinese	 statistics	 show	 that	 27%	 of	 the	 trains	 departing	 from	 China	 have	 their	 termi-
nus	 in	Łódź,	and	 the	remaining	portion	arrives	 in	Germany.	This	means	 that	453	 trains	
travel	 on	 the	Małaszewicze-Łódź	 route,	 and	 the	 remaining	 1,249	 cross	Poland.	 It	 should	






with	 representatives	 of	 forwarding	 companies	 suggests	 that	 the	 figure	 for	 trains	 trav-
elling	 from	China	 to	Europe	 is	much	higher.	 (Chengdu:	Rail	 link	with	Lodz	a	chance	 for	
food	 industry,	 Ministry	 of	 Foreign	 Affairs	 of	 Poland,	 http://www.szanghaj.msz.gov.pl/
en/news/chengdu__rail_link_with_lodz_a_chance_for_food_industry)	Representatives	















Table 7. Examples of rates83 for transporting one container from a terminal in 
Warsaw to selected locations (in US$)




























































Table 8. Tariffs imposed by the EU on major categories of goods transported 
from China by rail
type of goods textiles Machines vehicles other industrial products
tariff 6.6% 2.4% 4.1% 2.4%
Source:	http://stat.wto.org/TariffProfile/WSDBTariffPFView.aspx?Language=E&Country=E28
From the point of view of direct budget revenue, revenue from tariffs may 
be the most profitable aspect of each rail connection.	It	should	be	emphasised	
that	it	is	important	to	see	the	difference	between	the	value	of	transported	goods	















































The efficiency of customs procedures is of key importance for tariff rev-
enues. In the EU, a tariff may be calculated at the location where the 





























Table 9. Potential economic benefits from the China-Europe rail connection 
(in US$ millions)
type of benefit 2016 2020*
direct forwarding service (acting as intermediary) 17 50
additional forwarding services 48 164
service involving carriage and making infrastructure available 13 40
tariff revenues 200 834

















3. location of logistics centres and distribution of added value 
within the eU
The distribution of benefits generated by China-EU rail transport depends 















efits are bigger in those states that host logistics centres in which the EU-








The present Chinese logic of developing the China-EU rail transport mar-
ket suggests that several principal logistics centres to handle the carriages 















point of view of European business, it is of key importance to build open 






















From China’s perspective, Poland is an attractive location for the logistics 
handling of rail trade with Central Europe, and partly also with Scandi-
















At present, Slovakia, Hungary and Czech Republic, are also competing for 
































Similarly, German cities are hoping to boost their revenue from handling 
the rail connections with China. At present, they are handling the biggest 
portion of EU-China rail trade in terms of value.	Duisburg	in	North-Rhine	
Westphalia	is	serving	as	a	logistics	centre	supporting	the	territory	of	Germany,	
Benelux	and	northern	France.	At	present,	EU-China	rail	connections	generate	
around	5.4%	of	rail	trans-shipment	operations	performed	there.	Due to the 
proximity of the main industrial bases that use the EU-China rail connec-
tions, around 25% of all the trains travelling between China and the EU 






the competition between polish and german trans-shipment terminals
In the present situation regarding the structure of rail connections, trans-
shipment terminals in Germany and Poland frequently compete for indi-
vidual cargo flows. Numerous operators find it more cost-effective to trans-
port goods from China to Germany and then to send them on to Poland. For 
example, DB Schenker offers a service involving the transport of goods from 
central China to Leipzig (which is located near Poland’s western border) 
and on to Poland via Duisburg (which lies in western Germany), whereas 
the quicker option would be to unload the goods in central Poland and send 
them to Leipzig, so that they do not have to travel the same distance twice. 
For example, it seems that goods that have their end-point in Munich could 
be transported there via Łódź, rather than via Duisburg, which is a longer 
route. This logic of transportation reduces carriage efficiency and gener-



















One of the factors that reduce Poland’s competitive advantage is the present 
structure of price lists for intermodal transportation, which sometimes en-
courages clients to organise the unloading of their goods in Germany. Pos-
sible improvements on the part of infrastructure providers could involve 
the introduction of fees for using the infrastructure to encourage clients to 
use local rail terminals since, following trans-shipment, the goods would 
be transported further by rail anyway. 
The expansion of logistics centres that handle China-Europe rail connec-
tions is a development opportunity for those regions of Poland that are 












the development of the logistics centre in duisburg as a development 
opportunity for the region
Duisburg is a prime example of how a neglected region struggling with 
structural problems may be given a development boost in the form of stra-
tegic investments. Back in the 1990s, the city struggled with numerous 
problems caused by the collapse of several heavy industry plants. At pre-
sent, Duisburg is one of Europe’s most innovative logistics hubs hosting all 
the major companies involved in goods freight. The city views the rail con-
nection with China as an opportunity to strengthen its position as a major 
European logistics hub94. However, in Germany there is controversy over 
whether Chinese investors should be allowed to purchase a stake in the 
















by the districts of North-Rhine Westphalia and 33% controlled by the city 
of Duisburg95. There are voices suggesting that this is a method for China to 
increase its involvement in the region. So far, the port has signed a coopera-
tion agreement with China Merchants Group regarding the development of 
the rail connection between China and Europe. 

























ing export figures may be the result of increased investments carried out 
by Western countries in China, rather than a wave of Chinese products 














From the point of view of Central Europe, one-sided analyses of its trade 












It is interesting to analyse the trends recorded in China, which clearly 





ingly	 attractive	 for	 the	 automotive	 industry96.	Consideration also needs 
to be given to whether the development of the rail connection could pos-









tions may be viewed as a method for supporting transport from those 






















in	turn,	means	that	central	China’s	purchasing power will grow, triggering 































v. Models of bUsIness CooperatIon wIth ChIna 
based on raIl ConneCtIons




1. direct connections between factories operated by global 
companies
Frequently, creating direct rail connections between manufacturing 













The application of this model of using rail has been facilitated by the trans-
formation which China went through. In recent years this has resulted 
in developmental differences emerging between the central and the 






























Under the manufacturing plant connection scheme, companies hire entire 






































the significance of rail connections for the automotive industry 
German automotive companies, such as Audi, BMW and Volkswagen, use 
rail transport to dispatch car components from Germany to their factories 
in western and central China. For example, BMW sends 3-7 trains to China 
weekly. For the automotive industry, transporting car parts from the west 
to the east by rail is not a novelty. European companies used to send disas-
sembled vehicles to Russia by rail, where they were later assembled, to by-
pass Russian laws pursuant to which production can only be carried out in 
Russia. For example, Volkswagen has been sending disassembled cars from 
its factories in the Czech Republic and Slovakia to its plant in Kaluga since 
2002101. Due to the fact that the connection has been operational for several 
years, the company was able to work out its own tools to monitor the ef-
ficiency and security of delivery. The process of transporting car parts is 
supervised by a rail carrier which has built a custom-made IT system for 
VW to enable the clients to check the location of the containers carrying 
their car parts on an ongoing basis. In 2008 alone, 1,250 trains transported 
50,000 containers from the Czech Republic and Slovakia to Kaluga. From 
this point of view, transporting them to China would mean extending the 
present transportation route.
the significance of rail connections for the electronics industry
Hewlett-Packard was one of the first companies to transport its goods from 
China to Europe by rail. This mode of transportation has become even more 
attractive due to the global economic crisis causing global trade to decline 
and instability in the maritime freight sector. As a consequence, the dura-
tion of the delivery of goods from China to Europe increased from 26 days 
to 34-36 days102. Pursuant to a decision by the governments of China, Ka-
zakhstan and Russia, HP manufacturing plants were included in a special 
customs zone, as a result of which the duration of transportation has short-
ened, because the trains did not have to stop for customs clearance. Cur-
rently, HP is sending 2-3 trains to China weekly and the transportation of 
















2. high value goods
At present, mainly electronic devices, electrical machines, pharmaceuti-








Currently, delivering high-value goods is the main motivation for using 
rail connections. According to estimates, around 65-67% of rail deliver-



































3. products with a short life cycle






















promotional campaigns and extra deliveries 
Many hyper- and supermarket chains plan their promotional campaigns at 
least a few months in advance. This means that promotional materials such 
as leaflets showing products available at special price need to be printed in 
advance. It may happen that delivery of these goods is late due to problems 
with sea freight or that the delivered goods do not meet the prearranged 
quality standards. If this is the case, many companies decide to have anoth-
er batch of goods delivered by rail. Many clients are regularly confronted 
with the problem of faulty goods and book train capacity on a permanent 

















In 2014-2015, carriers managed to improve the efficiency of the connec-
tion’s logistics so that now it is possible to dispatch a volume of goods that 
















the	most	from	the	development	of	the	rail	connection.	Opening the rail con-
nection to e-commerce is an opportunity to transport at least a portion 
of the market of parcels sent from Europe to China and vice versa. Accord-















































Rail transport may help boost the competitiveness of European producers 
on the Chinese e-commerce market.	It	should	be	emphasised	that	at	present	
many	online	selling	platforms	operate	based	on	one	of	two	major	models112.	






























cost	of	warehousing	the	goods	and	capital	freezing.	The rail connection is an 














the export of foodstuffs and the russian embargo 
Russia introduced an embargo on the import of foodstuffs from the Europe-
an Union in response to the sanctions Brussels imposed on it in connection 
with the Russian aggression in Ukraine. However, it should be emphasised 
that the sanctions introduced a ban on the import of foodstuffs from the 
EU, which Russian customs services have interpreted as also being a ban on 
transit. This is the reason behind the current problems with transporting 
foodstuffs from Europe by rail.
The rail transport of foodstuffs needs to be prompt and requires more effi-




















rail transport as a business opportunity for european foodstuffs 
producers operating on the Chinese market 
In the case of foodstuffs, their country of origin should be perceived as 
a strong brand. This is of key importance for achieving success on the 
Chinese market. This brand should be associated with high quality and 
safety. If companies wish to use this market opportunity, it would be ad-
visable to boost the recognisability of foodstuffs from Central Europe and 
to improve their marketing and design. For many Chinese consumers for-
eign fruit is a luxury product and its packaging design resembles that of 
chocolate boxes available in Europe. It is also necessary to create instru-
ments to encourage foodstuffs producers to establish different forms of 
cooperation as part of their expansion in China. One characteristic of the 
Chinese market is the fact that retail chains often require the producers 
to be able to deliver very large amounts of goods which individual com-
panies are unable to offer and this may hinder the process of concluding 
business contracts. 
Recent	market	analyses	suggest	that,	due to the rising living standards of Chi-
na’s population and the country’s ongoing urbanisation, the demand for 
imported foodstuffs is expected to grow dynamically115.	At	present,	China’s	
import	of	foodstuffs	is	estimated	at	US$	7	billion.	22%	of	this	import	comes	from	
Europe,	20%	from	North	America	and	20%	from	South-East	Asia.	The rail con-
nection may be an opportunity for European foodstuffs producers to gain 






of	 chicken	by	 22%	 to	 11	 kg,	 of	 fruit	 and	 vegetables	 by	 16%	 to	 384	kg	 and	 of	 pork	 by	 10%	
to	46	kg.	This	is	why	by	2020	China’s	import	of	beef	is	expected	to	increase	by	20%,	of	pork	
by	9%,	of	poultry	meat	by	23%,	of	fresh	dairy	products	by	81%	and	of	fruit	by	19%.	P.	Bosch,	
































The popularity of rail as a method for transporting foodstuffs will impact 
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